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This thesis has reviewed some of the early experi-
ments in subliminal perception and the results were evalu-
ated . It was found that subliminal stimulation is possible. 
The development of subliminal advertising was 
discussed tell ing who invented it and when it was first 
commercially used . 
The objectives of subliminal advertising were dis-
cussed along with the applications and problems to try to 
determine why subliminal advertising was not successful . 
A survey was taken of the mid-west states to 
determine if subliminal advertising h ad been used in these 
stat es . The results indicated that subliminal advertising 
had never been used . 
It was discovered in this study that the main 
reasons for the failure of subliminal advertising were 
the unacceptable ethics involved, the psycholog ical fears, 
and the fact that there were no regulations on this 
invisible motivating and compelling force . 
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In their unceasing search for ways to sell more 
goods, advertising men h a ve h i t on a new and controversial 
gimmick called subliminal advertising. It's an inaudible, 
invisible commercial that, the ad men claim, can be rushed 
p a st the comsumer's conscious mind and planted in his sub-
conscious--all withou t his knowledg e or consent. 
Subliminal advertising at f irst appeared to have 
bright co:m..mercial potentials. Several television and 
radio stations be g an ne gotations f or us i n g s ubliminal 
projection equipment. Many advertisin~ agenci e s promptly 
put teams of researchers to work in the subliminal area 
and let it be known tha t bi g corporate contracts were in 
the offing . A number of movie theater ch ains said t h ey 
were interested in using subliminal a ds to boost sales of 
popcorn and soft drinks. 
Then the subliminal bubble 11burst. 11 Subliminal 
projection companies closed down or reorg anized with emphasis 
on market rather than on subliminal research. 
I. THE PROBLEM 
Statement of the problem. This study deals with 
the problem of why subliminal advertising was unsuccessful . 
What were the reasons tha t caused the abandonment of this 
new technique? Was it becaus e t he public showed a general 
reaction of ethical indign ation and psychological fear to 
2 
such a potentiality, or was it due to a comb ination of several 
problems? 
II. PURPOSE 
The purpose of this research study is to survey the 
material available to determine the difficulties encountered 
by subliminal advertising and to discover the reason or 
reasons why this new form of advertising failed to materialize . 
III . DEFINITIONS OF T=RMS USED 
Subliminal . Below the threshold of consciousness, 
too small or weak to be specifically apprehended and re-
ported but not too weak to be influenced on conscious proc-
esses or behavior. 1 
Advertising . Any form of public announcement 
intended to aid directly or indirectly in the sale of a 
commodity. 2 
lHorace B. English , Dictionary of Psychological and 
Psychoanalytical Terms, (New York: Longmans, Green and 
Company , 1958), P• 533. 
2Noah Webster, Webster's New International Dictionary 
(second edition; Springfield, Mass'":": G. & C. Me rriam 
Company, 1950), p. 39. 
3 
Subliminal Stimuli. Those which are not sufficiently 
potential to elicit a response.3 
Conscious. Awareness, especially of something within 
or pertaining to oneself.4 
Subconscious. The mental activities which occur at 
the periphery of awareness, or which lie just below the 
threshold of consciousness. It is the part of our mind 
where we purposely store all types of data for later recall 
or use. 5 
Subliminal Perception. To perceive something below 
the threshold of the conscious mindo 6 
Threshold. The point at which a physiological or 
psychological effect be gins to be produced, as that degree 
of stimulation of a nerve or nerve center which just 
produces a response. 7 
3Bertrant Klass, "The Ghost of Subliminal Advertising ," 
The Journal of Marketing , XX.III (October, 195b) , 146. 
4miglish, .££• cit., P• 111. 
5 rbid., P• 531. 
6 
Ibid., P• 534. 
7 
Webster,.££• cit., p. 2635. 
•,---------------------------------------- - -
IV . THE PROC EDURE IN REPORTIN G THS STUDY 
The research problem is presented in f ive chapters. 
Chapter I is an introduction which includes a st a tement of 
the problem, the purpose of the study, definitions of terms 
used, and the procedure in reporting the study. 
Chapter II deals with the ori g in of subliminal 
advertising . Early experiments a re discussed along with 
objectives of sublimina l advertising . 
Chapter III considers the applicat i on of subliminal 
advertising in the media of movies, television, radio, and 
printed . The techniques used in each media are discussed. 
The problems of sublimina l a~vertising a re outlined 
in Chapter IV . The main issues are of e thi cs, fears, and 
regulations . 
Chapter V includes a summary of the results of the 
study, together with conclusi ons which have been drawn. 
This chapter includes the results of a survey taken by t h e 





An advertising development of major importance 
during 195e got its start in the fall of 1957 . On September 
12, 1957 , James M. Vicary, a motivation researchist who 
is vice president of Subliminal Projection Company of 
New York , told a press conference that he had invented 
an 11 invi sible 11 advertising technique that had been tested 
in a New Jersey movie house where it had substantially 
boosted the sales of popcorn and Coca-Cola . What brought 
about this new form of advertisement? To g et a better 
understanding of the development of subliminal advertising, 
let us look into the past . 
Man and animal have been stimulated since the 
beginning of life . We can attend consciously to only part 
of our physical environment . If you will pause in reading 
this paper and listen, you will hear sounds that you had 
not heard while reading . The sound was subliminal as 
long as you were not attending it ; as soon as you listened, 
it was no l onger subliminal . 8 
8Gay Talese , "Most Hidden Persuasion," New York 
Times Mag azine , January 12, 195e , p . 22 . 
Aside from the t echnical definition , however, sub-
limin al advertising has a semantic value that is even more 
enthralling . By clang associat ion , "subliminal" as applied 
to advertising inevitably includes a suggestion of the 
sublime, a goel toward which advertising has been working 
ever since Bruce Barton's tremendous contribution to 
theogony, the discovery that Jesus of Nazareth was essen-
tially an advertising man . 9 
Subliminal experimentation in the psychological 
laboratory is strictly old hat . Historically speaking, 
Doctor George S . Klein of New York University says that 
several lines of thought stand out in the development of 
subliminal research . He said one line went back to Freud, 
who pointed out that people are aware in dreams of thing s 
they are subconsciously aware of during the day . 1 0 
An analogy may convey more clearly what subliminal 
perception is . There are sounds of such hi,~_,.h frequency, 
for instance, that the human ear cannot hear them. Yet 
the sounds exist, and tests have proven that they penetrate 
some area of human consciousness . 11 
9Gerald Johnson , "The Unconscious Itch, " New 
Repub l i c, CXXII (Novembe r 11 , 1957), P • 137 . 
10Tale se , l oc . ci t. 
llMarya Manne s , "Ain ' t Nobody Here But Us Commer-
cials , " The Reporter , XVII (October 17 , 1957) , J6 . 
6 
8 
is possible. For example, Sidis (189b ) showed that subjects 
could reliably distinguish letters from numbers, even when 
the stimuli were presented at such a distance from them that 
the subjects thought they were relying on pure guesswork 
for their judgments. 14 
In 1917, an Austrian neurologist, Otto Poetzl, 
seemed to confirm Freud's observations. Poetzl exposed 
landscape slides on a tachistoscope for one-hundredth of 
a second and asked his subjects to tell what they saw. 
They didn't see much. But he told them if they dreamed 
anything tha t night he'd like to hear about it the next 
day. The next day, some subjects told him the details 
of their dreams. Poetzl found that some of the material in 
the dreams included details they had not consciously seen 
the day before in the landscape slides. In other words, 
information which registered without awareness was enlisted 
by whatever process operates in the construction of dreams; 
and it was utilized in forming some of the content of the 
dream.15 
In another study Miller (1939) varied the levels of 
intensity of a stimulus below the thresholds and found that 
l4Ibid., P• 231. 
15Talese, loc. cit. 
as the int ensity of a s ubliminal stimulus was reduced, the 
ability of the subjects was a lso reduced . Blackwell 
9 
(195~), in a more recent study confirms Mi ller's findings . 16 
One of the best recent reports on professional 
investigation into the effectiveness of subliminal pro-
jection was published in the American Psycholo~ical 
Association's Bulletin of September , 1957 . The article 
contains an examination of 76 pertinent studies of sub -
liminal perception made up to that time. The examination 
was made by Joe K. Adams when he held the Thomas Welton 
Stanford Fellowship in Physical Research at Stanford 
Univer sity . 1 7 
Adams concludes that the CLly type of behavior without 
awareness which can be easily reproduced on the basis of pub-
lished r eports, is the classic type in which the subject lrnows 
what he is supposed to be discriminating , but does not know 
that he is discriminating because of the absence of the usual 
sensory experiences to which he is accustomed . In layman's 
language , this means if a person if told to record whether 
16Donald E . Bryan , "Changing Attitudes Through 
Subliminal Stimulation," (unpublished Master ' s thesis, 
Fort Hays Kansas State College , Hays, Kansas, 1959), p . J . 
1 7Joe K. Adams, "Laboratory Studies of Behavior 
Wi t hout Awareness ," American Psycholorical Association 
Bulle tin, XXX (September, 1957), 42. 
the word 11 apple 11 or "orange" is being subliminally flashed 
before his eye s, for example , he will report the correct 
word with better than chance 2ccuracy . 1 e 
10 
Adams , in another article of the Psychological 
Bulletin (1957), summarized the major finds of twenty-six 
studies of "behavior without awareness." He concluded that 
subjects in widely varying experiments have been able to 
discriminate, to a degree greater than chance expectation, 
among many different types of stimuli (both auditory and 
visual) which were presented to them below their thresholds 
of awareness . Adams reports that behavior without aware -
ness of the kind described, can easily be obtained even as 
a class exercise . 
The May issue of the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists , 
195b, states that an individual can be influenced by visual 
informRtion presented to him a t such levels of illumination 
and speed that these individuals or individual, cannot 
rep ort having seen this information. Further more indi-
viduals wi ll respond selectively without awareness in a 
manner based on the content of the non-reportable visual 
information. 
ieAdams , £E.• cit ., P • 43 . 
11 
Effects of Psycholopical States Upon Thresholds. 
It has been found thPt psycholo ~icrl st tes of the 
individual may significantly lter the recognition thres -
holds of tha t individual . McGinnies 1 149 ) was able to 
demonstrate th8t emotionally toned words usually hed hi rhe r 
thresholds than did neutral words . Lazarus, Erick.ns'n and 
Fonda (1950-1951) have shown th t pe r sonality factors may 
determine to some extent the recognition thresholds for 
some auditory stimuli . 1 9 
There is a lot that is not yet known about sublim-
inal perception . Some people, for example , are app8rently 
more susceptible to it then others, but so far no one knows 
why. There are indic a tions thDt a subject s mor vuln rable 
to it when he is in a passive frame of mind, and thnt he 
responds more readlly to it when he is seated toward the 
ri ght of the viewing screen rather than on the left (per-
haps because most people are rig·ht-eyed, as tbey are ri p:ht-
handed .) 20 
The ccm•acy of perception significantly incr ases 
as the messages appro ch the perceivers threshold. It is 
also true that n individual exposed to stimuli may build 
19McConnell, Cutler , and McN il, .££• cit ., p. 2 
20Herbert Brean , "Hidden ell T chniqu is Almost 
Here," Life, (March 31 , 195tl) , p. 112 . 
12· 
up responses until he is aware of perception ( 11Whyl Joan 
Fontaine has 'Eat Popcorn' on her forehead.") A message 
which is subliminally projected is more inefficient if it 
is familiar to the perceiver, close to the threshold, and 
if he is carfully paying attention to it. All of this 
substantiates the old psychological law that "there is more 
to vision then meets the eye. tt121 
According to McConnell, the main difficulty with 
subliminal projection seems to be that thresholds vary so 
much from day to day that what is subliminal but effective 
for one person is likely to be subliminal but ineffective 
2)2 
for a second, and supralim.inal for a third. 
If an ad reading 11Drink Coca Cola" is flashed on 
a movie screen at such a speed that the members of the 
audience are completely unaware of its presence, the ad is 
truly subliminal, but if the speed of presentation is such 
that the majority of the audience can see 11 flashes 11 or the 
words in dim outline, it is partially subliminal in the 
sense that a majority of the audience can not translate 
or define the message . To the members of the audience who 
cannot read the messag e, the messag e is not sublimina1. 23 
21 McConnell, Cutler, and McNeil, .912.• cit., p. 236. 
22rbid. 
23 
John Brooks, "'Little Ad that Isn't There," Consumer 
Reports, XI (January, 1958), 10. 
13 
Printers Ink of August 8, 1959, reports that, accord-
ing to two Purdue University psychologists, c. H. Lawshe and 
James c. Naylor, if a message is flashed on and off a screen 
so fast as to be invisible, so are its results. Any proven 
rise in sales due to subliminal advertising are due to 
partial recognition of the message, not subliminal per-
ception. 
Laboratory tests have shown that subliminal per-
ception can influence behavior in a variety of ways. But so 
far nobody has been able to find a way to produce the same 
measurable results on a consistent basis. About the only 
type of behavior that subliminal projection can affect 
regularly is an object recognition test in which a subject 
is exposed to a subliminal symbol, then asked to recognize 
it among a group of symbols. People who have perceived the 
symbol subliminally score higher in recognition tests than 
people who have not--demonstrating that the subliminal 
message had some impact.24 
New York University's Professor George S . Klein, 
who with Doctor Robert Holt and Donald . Spence is conducting 
experiments in subliminal perception in one of the nation's 
key centers investigating the field, made a revealing study. 
24Jack Patterson, "Invisible Salesman, 11 The Common-
wealth, LXVIII (April 18, 195e), 71. 
14 
Subjects were shown two images simultaneously, one of 
them consciously and the other, superimposed on the first, 
subliminally . It was found that the second, "unseen" image 
affected the subjects' evaluation of the first. For exam-
ple, a picture of a simply drawn, emotionless face was 
flashed on a screen. Then the word 11happy 11 or "angry" was 
projected subliminally and the subject was asked to describe 
the expression on the face he saw. He tended to describe it 
as a happy or less happy depending on which word had been 
presented to him below his visual threshold. Again if an 
image of something about which he had been found to feel 
strongly (a gun or a message of condolence) was sublimmed 
instead of the words, his reaction to the face was con-
ditioned by his feelings about the unseen image. 25 
In the same scientific vein Corrigan and Becker in 
New Orleans subliminally presented to a number of groups 
the answers to some simple anagrams . Later the same people 
were given the same anagrams consciously and asked to solve 
them. It was found that those who had already been given 
the answers subliminally solved the anagrams 15 per cent to 
46 per cent faster than groups who had received no sub-
liminal tips. Corrigan and Becker also made some novel 
25 Brean,~• cit ., p . 105 . 
experiments with projected ima ·es. Slides of pretty irls, 
usually in scanty bathing suits, were shown to roups of 
men, groups of women and to mixed groups. A numeral was 
subliminally presented with each slide--the same number 
during the entire presentation. Later the subjects were 
asked to name the number between one and ten that most 
appealed to them. The men showed an astonishing inclination 
to name the number sublimmed with the pretty girls. So 
did the women--whenever they had been shown the picture in 
an all-feminine group . But when women were shown them in 
mixed company , they scored very badly, presumably because 
they did not like to see them in mixed company . 26 
All these experiments ha ea twofold meaning of rest 
importance both to the advertiser and to the 173 million 
American consumers . 
First, they indicate that one can inform people and 
influence their conscious feelings or choices by subliminal 
presentation . 
Second, they indicate--and this is generally acknowl-
edg ed by psychologists- - that one's response to a sublimmed 
messag e depends largely on whether the material presented 
consciously at the same time is pleasin or displeasin to 
the viewer . This point is of enormous importance to ny n 
16 
who tries to use subliminal perception. It means that a 
subliminal advertisement can cause a reaction against the 
advertised product . For example, if an advertisement for 
canned peaches were sublimmed a g ainst a consciously seen 
picture of a sunny field of daises, it would probably have 
wide appeal because most people like to look at sunny fields 
and daises . But people who are allergic to daises, reacting 
adversely to the picture, would be led to dislike the brand 
of peaches . 27 
Shaping laboratory experiments into a practical 
selling tool presents enormous diff iculties. No adver-
tising ag ency psychologist will say flatly that this cannot 
be done . But the views of exp Prt psy chologists ag ree wi th 
Dr. Arthur Kaponen--psychologist with the world's l a r gest 
advertising agency , J . Walter Thompson--who reports: "There 
is no experimental evidence available that shows subliminal 
projection can influence product sales on television or in 
the movies . " 28 
Psychologists Enter the Advertising Field 
While the advertising possibilit i es of subliminal 
stimulation were recognized as early as 1913 by Holling -
worth, the intensive work in its application to this area 
has been in the past four years . 
28Patterson, loc . cit . 
17 
The two main companies that developed subliminal 
advertising were the Subliminal Projection Company of New 
York, and PRECON Company of New Orleans . The Subliminal 
Projection Company is operated by James Vicary . The PRECON 
Company is operated by Robert Corrigan and Hal C. Becker. 
All three of these men are psychologists . 
Vicary, a tall, casual, man in his early forties 
works out of a small suite of offices in a converted private 
mansion, most of which is used for the cercle Francais, just 
off Fifth Avenue in New York's East Sixties. The office 
staff numbers only six, but the field staff includes four 
hundred part - time workers . 29 
Corrigan and Becke r are both in their mid-thirties. 
The name of their company PREC ON comes from the word 
npreconscious 11 meaning 11 below the level of conscious aware-
ness, u or subliminal. Both men have been testing their 
theories and working parts of PRECON for the past eight 
years . Patents were applied for as early as 1955, but have 
yet to be issued . Since neither of the two projection com-
panies have patent rights they both have declined to tell 
29 
Martin Mayer , Madison Avenue, Q•~•! •, (New York: 
Harper Brothers , 1958), P • 243 . 
everything about their creation, though they have revealed 
the basic essentials.30 
These psychologists call themselves "Motivation 
Researchers. 11 They are commonly called ttdepth probers, 11 
ttsubconscious salesman,n or 11market researchers." Many of 
them live on Madison Avenue--the home of the advertising 
business--in New York City. 
18 
What brought these psychologists into the advertising 
field? Packard states that in searching for a deeper 
approach to their marketing problems, American merchandisers 
began doing some serious wondering . They wondered why on 
earth customers act the way they do. Why do they buy or 
refuse to buy g iven products? In trying to get guidance 
t h ey turned to psychologists. They found themselves trying 
to understand and explore the deep unconscious and sub-
conscious factors that motivate people.31 
The subconscious salesmen, in groping for better 
grips, deployed in several directions. One direction they 
began exploring in a really major way was the moldi ng of 
images; the creation of distinctive, hi ghly appealing 
"personalities" for products that were essentially undis-
tinctive . The aim was to build images that would arise 
31 vance Packard, The Hidden Persuaders, (New York: 
David McKay Company , 19571'"; P • 18 . 
19 
before our 11 inner eyett at the mere mention of the product's 
name, once we had been properly conditioned. A compelling 
need for such images was felt by merchandisers, beca~se of 
the growing standardization of, and complexity of, ingre-
dients in most products, which resulted in products that 
defied rea~onable discrimination. 32 
II. OBJECTIVES 
The aim of subliminal advert i sing is to pitch 
commercials below ·the buyers conscious attention in order 
to influence him to buy while keeping him unaware that he 
is being influenced. This invisible advertisement also 
eliminates the time needed fo a commercial. Commercials 
that are now three minutes long would be reduced to a few 
seconds. 
Theory. Vicary 1 s theory of subliminal advertising 
is that the conscious mind actually nsees" only a part of 
what the eye presents (just as the conscious ear overhears 
only what sounds interesting.) Vicary states that it 
should be remembered that this is only "reminder adver-
tising. 11 
The objective of advertising, according to Martineau 
is to help mold the product image. The short rang e task 
32 
Ibid., p. 38. 
20 
is t o create some i mmediate action . Subliminal advertising 
will create this action if the person has an emotional 
need for the product advertised . Expressions become 
communication only when the audi ence derives the intended 
meaning from the advertiser's symbols . 33 
Busine ss Wee k of September 21, 1958 , describes 
subliminal a dvertising as a startling kind of invisible 
advertising that sells produ cts while leaving buyers 
unaware they are getting a fast sales pitch . This is 
done by flashing on the motion picture or television 
screen commercials only a few seconds apart . 
Marya Mannes in an article in the Reporter of 
October 17 , 195e states that Vi c ary and associates h a s 
found a method to sell the public below the level of its 
consciousness by means of a commercial tha t is neither 
seen nor heard . 
With all this interest in manipulating the customer's 
subconscious , the old slogan "let the buyer beware" is 
taking on a new and more profound meaning . 
The irrational effects of subliminal advertising 
are humor ously illustrated in the cartoon shown in Appendix 
A. 
33Pierre Martineau , Motivation in Advertising , 
(New Yor k : McGraw- Hill Book Company , 1~7) , p . 127 . 
CHAPTER III 
APPLICATIONS 
Subliminal advertising can be found in many forms. 
The main applications are in movies, television, and radio. 
The invisible message is often illustrated in printed 
materials--such as newspaper and magazine advertisements . 
This chapter concerns the uses, techniques, and surveys 
made in the four methods of presenting subliminal adver-
tising to the public. 
I. MOVIES 
The first commercial use of subliminal advertising 
was by Vicary in Fort Lee, New Jersey. For six weeks he 
tested subliminal perception equipment in a movie house 
during the regular movie. The equipment flashed "Drink 
Coca-Cola" or "Hungry? Eat Popcorn,n on the movie screen. 
(See Appendix A for illustration). Vicary reported that 
sales in the lobby went up 57 .7 per cent in Coca-Cola, 
and 18.8 per cent in popcorn. 34 
Corrigan and Becker also showed movies--color 
cartoons--in which printed information was hidden from 
conscious view. In one case, geometric symbols--a triangle, 
3411The Phantom Sell,n Wall Street Journal, CVI 
(March 7, 195d), 1 . 
a circle, and a square--were used. In another case g asoline 
trade names were used. After the audiences had seen the 
films, they were asked to tell whether they liked, felt 
indifferent to, or disliked each movie. They were shown 
the symbols and the trade names and asked to give their 
reactions to them. The results suggested that the way 
people had reacted to the symbols and trade names influenced 
the way they reacted to the movies. If they felt 11positiven 
toward the preconscious information, they liked the movie; 
if they felt 11negative 11 about the ~nformation, they objected 
to the movie.3.5 
Corrigan and Becker beg an their experiments with 
Precon apparatus with the thought tha t the technique would 
be wonderfully useful in education (training films) and 
psychotherapy (reaching the consciously withdrawn patient 
by tapping him on the subconscious). They still are ardently 
convinced of this. 36 
In May, 19.58, three hundred broadcasters attending a 
convention in San Francisco watched a film which included a 
subliminal ad for Coca-Cola. They later answered some 
~uestions in writing . Most of them thought they had seen 
advertisements for Chrysler Corporation or Wri gley's Gum. 
35wesley s. Griswold, "TV's New Trick, Hidden 
Commercials," Popular Science, (April, 19.58), 9.5. 
Here are the results of their emotions during the film: 
















Felt like smoking 
Felt like drinking 
Felt like eating 






Thumbi ng through the statistics, Doctor 
Robert Haber of Stanford, who helped prepare the 
· test , declared the experiment proved nothing much . 37 
The Wall St~eet Journal of January 14, 195e, explains 
how a Los Ange~es movie house owned by the United Artists 
Circuit flashed subliminal "Buy Popcorn" advertisements on 
their screen for three months and the sales of popcorn 
increased 35 per cent . If further tests h ad proven s·uccess-
ful they would have expanded it to 350 odd cinemas of the 
West Coast owned by United Artists Circuit. 
The above issue of The Wall Street Journal reports 
that the Twentieth Century Fox film corporation is talk ing 
about the possibility of using subliminal projection to 
enrich the entertainment value of films . This could be done 
by superimposing symbols on the sere.en, abstract symbols such 
37 Patterson, .£12.• · cit., p . 72 . 
as triangles or for less sophisticated audiences--tradi-
tional ones such as "hearts" or 11 serpents. 11 
Even more important is subliminal projection's 
acclaimed ability to increase the impact of a tense scene. 
In the Western thriller Hi gh Noon, for example, a par-
ticularly dramatic scene occurred when a solitary Gary 
Cooper walked toward four outlaws determined to shoot 
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him down. As Mr. Cooper approaches the gunmen, the tension 
is built up by subliminally flashing the death weapon--a 
six-shooter--on the screen. The size of the invisible 
gun could be increased until the outlaws appeared on the 
screen and tension was e.t a peak. 38 
A melodrama entitled "My World Dies Screaming ," 
starring Cathy O'Donnell shows how the technique of 
subliminal perception is used in the movies. During the 
more frightening portions of the film, words and images 
that normally trigger strong responses in people will be 
superimposed on single frames and will appear on the screen 
for 1/50 of a second, too short a time to register in the 
conscious mind . (See Appendix A for an illustration). 
Doctor Corrigan is convinced that if emotion-
charged words suitable to the action of a movie are 
included in the film but are not consciously visible to 
38 uPsychologists Hit Use of Subliminal Methods," 
Advertising Age, (June 16, 195e), e5 . 
its audience, the movie will gain in impact. Becker 
says the trick can be turned by superimposing the words 
on a master print of the film, but that a better way would 
be to synchronize a special Precon movie projector with each 
theater projector. A leading motion picture company has 
indicated seriously that it would like to be shown how a 
Precon movie could be made . And a wag has already sug -
gested what to call it--a feelie.3 9 
Twenty-five years ago in "Brave New Worldn Aldous 
Huxley conceived the 11 feelie 11 movie, in which the audience 
did not merely see the hero kissing the heroine but actually 
felt it. The new subliminal perception movies are a first 
step in this direction.4° 
The Reporter of October 11, 1957, tells how Mr. 
Vicary invited a group of New York press people to observe 
a sample showing of subliminal advertising in a movie 
theater in New York . A paper was g iven to each press 
reporter describing what he was going to show them in 
the film. The faces of the reporters grew graver as they 
read . Awareness was distinctly above the threshold when 
the lights in the projection room were extinguished and a 
color film "Secrets of the Reef 11 unreeled on the screen. 
39Griswold, £.E.• cit., P • 9~ . 
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The ladies and gentlemen of the New York press waited 
tensely for subliminal seduction as beautiful fish nosed 
their way in and out of waving ocean growths. Nothing 
happened except that three or four times--it appeared 
later that viewers differed--a very dim imprint of the 
Coca-Cola trademark could be seen on the water among the 
fish. The showing ended with the screen cut in half, the 
right side showing the virgin film~ the left side showing 
the subliminal projection. The reporters were also told 
that whether they had seen it or not, "Coca-Cola" had 
been flashed on the screen every five seconds of the movie 
or 169 times during the movie.41 
Mr. Vicary explained the press had seen the appli-
cation only when incorrect--when the message h ad been 
projected ag ainst a dark frame . Thi s was done on purpose 
so that they could actually see the words. In practice 
the application is always on a screen li ghter than the 
projected print itself, and therefore impossible to see.42 
II. RADIO 
Subliminal advertising has been tested on several 
radio stations. Station WWCO, serving Minneapolis-St. Paul 
41 "Subliminal Projection," The Reporter, (October 11, 
1957), 75 . 
42Ibid . 
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area, exhaustively tested what director Thomas Gordan called 
"Phantom Spots" (short messages below normal broadcasting 
intensity), and "Quickie Spots,u (short, rapidly spoken 
messag es) , between November 13, 1957, and January 1, 195~. 
The messages sent were public service messag es such as 
"Slippery Roads, n and "Mail Cards Now." Station WWCO 
claims about one-fourth of its audience was able to identify 
its messages and that most o f these listeners had no 
objection to them. Those messages that worked best con-
tained five syllables or less.43 
The Wall Street Journal of September 13, 1957, 
describes how Robert Ward, who is promotion manager of 
radio station KOL in Seattle, experimented with subliminal 
advertising . Ward tape-recorded the messag e, "how about a 
cup of coffee, 11 and sent it over the air so it was barely 
audible when played along with a record of the "Yellow 
Dog Blues." The react i ons were rather spooky: one lady 
called, saying she had heard the message and went straight 
to the kitchen and had a cup of coffee, although normally 
she did not drink coffee. Ward discontinued his experi-
ments. 
Guild, Bascom, and Bonfigh, a San Francisco adver-
tising agency, has utilized the subliminal principle for 
4311 A Blessing or a Bane," The Wall Street Journal, 
CL (September 13, 1957), 1 . - --
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its client 11 Nucoa 11 brand margarine, in a musical jingle 
including a subliminal advertising line played on radio 
and television. 
Radio Station WAAF in Chicago, after trying out 
whispering test advertisements exhorting listeners to 
"Drink 7-Up 11' and buy "Oklahoma Oil 11 is offering sub-audible 
advertising time. WAAF's process involves a three-second 
trio of commercials with the first two messages not quite 
audible and a third just within hearing range of sharp-
eared listeners. WAAF is selling the service at $1,000 
a week for 500 commercials as of February 6, 1958.44 
Advertisers together with television and radio-
executives frequently attempt to raise the voice volume 
during advertising breaks in order to improve the chances 
of reaching the listener's level of awareness. Does 
anybody really believe that an audience could be reached 
more effectively by 11 lowering 11 the volume so that few 
could really make out what was being said? To be sure, 
a whispering announcer might represent such a different 
approach that many people would strain to hear what he is 
saying. However, if all announcers started whispering, it 
is highly doubtful that interest and attention would be 
maintained overtime.45 
45K1ass, £E.• cit., P• 147. 
III. TELEVISION 
Television experiments in subliminal perception 
were performed by--of all the people--the British, the 
staunchest guardians of human privacy in the world. On 
June 22, 1956., a BBC-TV program called II A Question of 
Science,u showed a ballet film and told the viewing 
audience to call in if they noticed anything unusual. 
The message flashed subliminally on the screen was "Pirie 
Breaks World Record. 11 Although the producer himself could 
not see it, twenty people called and said they were con-
scious of the message, which they quoted. Four hundred 
and thirty people wrote that they got a subconscious 
reaction indicating the nature of the messag e "somebody 
broke a record or something." One lady wrote and said she 
saw nothing but kept waking up in the ni ght with the word 
11 breaku on her mind. Another lady replied saying she was 
washing dishes when 11 the message came to her. 1146 
Television station WTWO, Bangor, Maine., has experi-
mented with the transmission of public service announce-
ments at subliminal levels, with "negative results. 0 
The Canadian Broadcasting Corporation flashed the 
word "Telephone Now" during the half hour television 
46 Mannes , .£1)_ • cit ., P • 35 . 
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opinion show Close - Up . The message flashed across the screen 
352 times using equipment supplied by Subliminal Projection 
Company . 
The estimated 750,000 Canadians who saw the nation-
wide show were asked to write in and report their reaction 
to the invisible message . One viewer said she had the 
desire to make a phone call, but resisted it. The other 
500 or so respondents said they felt an urge to drink beer, 
remove their shoes, buy an electric frying pan and so on. 
A Canadian newspaper columnist said he saw the show and got 
the message . It was " Go to Sleep, 11 he claimed. 4 7 
An article in the New York Times of March b, 1958 
by Val Adams explains that in order to keep ahead in the 
development of new forms of television, Los Angeles 
Television Station KTLA had signed an agreement with 
PRECON, to furnish it with subliminal public service 
messages . Adams tells how KTLA cancelled the campaign 
because they received such a torrent of adverse mail. 
See Appendix A for an illustration of the message 11Drive 
Safely . 0 
Techniques Used_££ Television 
In an article entitled "Subliminal Ads Tried on 
Television," in the Radio and Television News of February, 
47 Klass, loc . cit. 
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1959, subliminal advertising methods are described. This 
article tells how the methods are not the same for using 
subliminal advertising on television as they are for radio 
and movies. Two methods have been tried. In one of these, 
the commercial is superimposed on the receiving program. 
for as long as several minutes, but the brightness level 
is kept so low that the viewer is not conscious of it . 
This method has been tried on closed circuits only, where 
the proponents have claimed some success. In a second 
method that has been tried on the air by an independent 
television station, the subliminal advertisement is put 
on one frame out of 250 frames in a film loop. The 
commercial is sent out once every eleven seconds, more or 
less steadily, on some of the station's programs. 
Equipment. The basic equipment, the means of 
sprinkling television programs with invisible but receivable 
messages, is contained in a rectangular metal box about half 
the size of a standard table-top television set . 4 8 See 
Appendix A for illustrations and a more complete description 
of this equipment . 
A Closed Circui t Test of Subliminal Communication ---
Can the television screen be used as a medium for 
48
Griswold, ,££• cit., p. 96 . 
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the presentation of messag es at a subliminal level? That 
is, is it possible for the individuals to perceive messages 
presented subliminally when they are superimposed over the 
complex stimuli of a television program? This question can 
best be answered in reasonably controlled settings such as 
a closed circuit laboratory sessions, where subjects can be 
placed in experimental situations. 
Five abstract symbols were prepared on slides. The 
symbols were a star, square, triangle, wave, and a circle. 
The program content was a full-length feature motion 
picture . In two similar sessions a total of twenty-five 
subjects chosen from courses in social psychology viewed 
the feature film under condi t ions similar to home viewing ; 
that is, the subjects sat in a semi-darkened room and viewed 
an ordinary home receiver. The feature film was interrupted 
every fifteen minutes, and the subjects privately recorded 
their guesses as to which of the five symbols they had been 
viewing. Note that the subjects were aware that symbols 
were being presentedo Their task was to guess 11 which of 
five 11 possibilities was being super-imposed during a 
fifteen minute period. The subjects were not allowed to 
discuss the matter among themselves . 4 9 
4 9M. L. DeFleur and R. M. Petrano.ff, nTelevised 
Test of Subliminal Persuasion, " Public Opinion Quarterly, 
XXIII (Summer, 1959), 168 . 
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The results of these sessions are presented in 
Table I . The unit of observation is the number of fifteen 
minute trials . Technical difficulties forced the discarding 
of several of the initial trials, but a total of 103 
opportunities were available for the twenty-five subjects 
to guess which of the five symbols had been presented . SO 
TABLE I 
EFFECTS OF CLOSED-CIRCUIT SUBLIMINAL COMMUNICATION 
WITH FIVE ABSTRACT SYMBOLS SUPERIMPOSED OVER 
A TELEVISION MOTION PICTURE 
Number of Number of Per 
15-minute correct cent 
trials identifications correct 
Experiment 1 27 9 33-3 
Experiment 2 76 26 
~-l:-To t al 103 0 
~:-Significantly greater than the chance expectation 
(of 20 per cent) beyond the.OS level. 
We can conclude then, that this small pilot study 
yielded results consistent with the bulk of more highly 
controlled experimental studies of the discrimination of 
stimuli presented below the level of awareness. The addi-
tion of the complex stimuli of a television program does 
not present an insurmountable complication. 
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! Televised Test of Subliminal Persuasion 
If television does indeed provide a medium for 
communication without awareness, is it possible to stimulate 
people to perform specific acts on the basis of this 
corrrrnunication? This is a difficult question to answer. 
It was approached through a test on a commercial television 
station. 
Television station, WWTV, Indianapolis, regularly 
broadcast a featured motion picture from 8 until 10 p . m. 
each weeknight, Monday through Friday . This motion picture 
is followed by a fifteen-minute news program featuring 
Frank Edwards, a widely known news analyst. An experi-
mental message with the simple suggestion °Watch Frank 
Edwards II was continuously broadcast during the two-hour 
period immediately preceding the news program. Such a 
subliminal message solicits a response which makes minimum 
demands. It merely requires that the respondent remain 
supinely in his easy chair and continue what he is in fact 
already doing--watching a particular television channel.5l 
But we must consider other forms of response. Of 
greater interest, of course, are mess age s which persuade 
51 
Ibid., pp . 174-175. 
the respondent to purchase some specific item. The 
wholesale distributor for the Independent Grocers' 
Alliance for south-central Indiana agreed to synchronize 
some of its own television advertising with subliminal 
messages suggesting that the audience nBuy Product X". 
35 
During the experimental weeks in which the subliminal 
message was the suggestion to "Watch Frank Edwards," a 
combination of persuasive techniques was possible. Table 
II shows the nature of the experimental treatments, the 
hypothesis involved in each, and the measure of effect used 
to evaluate the tenability of each hypothesis. It will be 
seen that the hypotheses concern the effects of subliminal 
efforts with more ordinary peruuasive techniques. The 
measure of effect consists of checks on increases in the 
sale of the food items involved and checks, through viewer 
surveys, on increases in audience size for the news prog ram 
involved . 52 
The foods selected were staple items used in almost 
every household: product A was bacon, product B was frank-




SUMMARY OF FIVE- WEEK EXPERIMENTAL PROGRAM 
Experimental Condition 
Subliminal suggestion 
to buy product "All 
broadcast for five 
nights during feature 
film. 
Subliminal suggestion 
to buy product "A" broad-
cast for another five 
nights during feature 
film, followed by TV 
Special sale on Product 
A on the following news 
program. 
Subliminal suggestion to 
nwatch Frank Edwards" 
broadcast during feature 
film for five ni ghts. 
Also, TV Special on 
product B broadcast dur-
ing news prog ram. 
Hypothesis 
First Experimental Week 
Subliminal persuasion alone 
will incre a se sale s of the 
food product in the area 
reached by the TV signal. 
Second Exper~mental Week 
Subliminal persuasion in com-
bination with ordinary adver-
tising of product at reduced 
price will increase the sale 
of product A to a greater 
de gree than ordinary adver-
tising alone. 
Third Experimental Week 
The increase in size of audi-
ence watching as a result of 
subliminal suggestion will 
increase exposure to the TV 
Special on product Band 
thereby increase the sale 
of product B to a greater 
degree than if there were no 
subliminal suggestion. 
Test of Effect 
The amount of increase in 
the sale of product A 
in the area. 
The amount of increase 
in the sale of product 
A during the second 
week, checked against 
the effect of ordinary 
advertising as a 
control. 
The amount of increase 
in the sale of product 
B during this experi-
mental week checked 
against the effect of 
the TV Special alone, 
as a control. 
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TABLE II (CONT I NUED) 
SUMMARY OF FIVE-WEEK EXPERIMENTAL PROGRAM 
Experimental Condition 
Subliminal suggestion 
to "Watch Frank Edwards 11 
continued for another 
five days during feature 
film. Also, TV Special 
on product C broadcast 
during news program. 
Subliminal suggestion 
to "Buy Product D11 
broadcast during the 
two- hour feature film 
for a five-day period. 
Also, TV Special on 
Product D broadcast 
during news program. 
Hypothesis 
Fourth Experimental Week 
The audience size of the Frank 
Edwards program will si gnifi-
cantly increase because of the 
ten two-hour broadcasts of the 
subliminal messag e during the 
third and fourth weeks. The 
effect will be to ·ncrease 
exposure to the TV Special 
on product C, and thereby to 
increase sale of product C 
to a greater de gree than by 
a TV Special alone . 
Fifth Experimental Week 
The combination of (1) the 
increased audience size from 
the third and fourth week, 
(2) the subliminal suggestion 
to "Buy Product D", plus (3) 
the TV Special on Product D 
will increase the sales of 
Product D to a significantly 
greater degree than the 
increase due to the TV Special 
alone. 
Test of Effect 
A comparison of regular 
audience surveys made 
three months before the 
fourth experimental week . 
The a.mount of increase in 
the sales of product C 
during the experimental 
week checked · against the 
effect of a TV Special 
alone as a control . 
The a.mount of increase in 
the sale of Produc t D 
during the experimental 
week, checked against the 
effect of TV Special 
alone, as a control . 
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The Findings. The first set of finding s from the 
commercially broadcast test is summarized in Table III. The 
first row of the table shows the increase over "normal 
salesn. resulting from the first experimental week. The 
increase is neglible, indicating that the subliminal messag e 
alone had no measurable effect as a. persuasive device. The 
remaining experimental conditions, which represent various 
combinations of subliminal and more ordinary persuasive 
techniques, show rather substantial effects. Increases 
in sales range from 282 per cent to 11 over 500 per centl" 
For each of the products in Table III the rang e between 
the greatest and smallest "normal" weekly sales is shown. 
It can be seen that, in each of the instances of a sub-
stantial increase in sales, the increase far exceeds the 
rang e of its corresponding six-week array of normal sales. 
This indicates that these increases a.re all 11hi ghly un-
likely11 to be chance variation. We may conclude, then, that 
the combinations of subliminal messa ges and ordinary 
persuasive techniques were responsible for substantial 
increases in the sale of these products in the experimental 
area.53 
Table IV summarizes the incre a ses in sales that 
occurred for four food products which were g iven special 
53 
Ibid., P • 176 . 
TABLE III 
EFFECTS OF SUBLIMINAL PERSUASION , AND COMBINATIONS 
OF SUBLIMINAL PERSUASI ON AND MORE 
Experimental condition 
One week of subliminal 
p romotion of Product A. 
Two weeks o f subliminal 
promotion of Product A 
with TV Special on A. 
One week of sublimi nal 
"Watch Frank Edwards u 
with TV Special on 
Product B. 
Two weeks of subliminal 
11 Watch Frank Edwards 11 
with TV Special on 
Product c. 
Two weeks of subliminal 
"Watch Frank Edwards 11 
followed by one week of 
subliminal promotion of 
Product D, with TV Spec-
ial on Product D. 
{~ 
ORDINARY PERSUASI VE TECHNI QUES 
Aver age Number 
number of of units 
uni ts s old sold 
per week for during 
n ormal 6-week experi - {} 
period. mental week. Rang e 
6,143 6,204 6,026 
6,143 17,304 6,026 
2,073 9,418 741 
4,451 24,120 5,364 
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advertising via the same Television Special procedure use d 
in the experiment. These four food products were adver-
tised shortly before the beg inning of t h e present experi-
ment. It is clear that the Television Special "with out any 
subliminal aids 11 is cap able of stimulat i n g substantia.l 
increases in sales. Each o f t h e increases sh own in Tab l e 
IV exceeds the rang e of vari ability in its corre sp onding 
six-week period of normal sales. In fact, these increases 
are of such a substantial nature tha t their occu rrence by 
chance is a remote possi bility. 54 
TABLE IV 
EFFECTS OF THE TV SPECI AL ON THE SALE OF PRODUCTS 
WITH NO SUBLIMINAL PROMOTI ON 
Averag e Number of Per 
number of cases cent 
cases sold sold increase 
per week during above 
for normal TV Special ~(' normal 
Product 6-week period week Rang e sales 
E 86 1,550 108 1,802 
F 26 763 69 2,934 
G 24 812 24 3,383 
H 44 843 49 1,916 
*computed by determining the difference betwe en the 
greatest and the smallest number of cases sold per week for 
the 6-week period of normal sales. 
On the basis of this evidence, we must conclude that 
the large sales increases which occurred after the experi-
mental treatments, as shown in Table I I I, were due solely 
51.L ' Ibid., P • 177 . 
to the ordinary advertising techniques involved in those 
treatments. This means that in terms of persuading an 
audience to purchase several standard food items, sub-
liminal persuasion failed completely to produce an notice-
able results, when used either singly or in combinations 
with more ordinary techniques in a variety of ways. 
Conclusion. In terms of the test as a whole, then 
it is clear that it was possible in laboratory settings 
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to achieve subliminal communication. However, the present 
attempt to translate this into subliminal persuasion was 
not successful. The present experiment attempted to avoid 
some of the difficulties involved in previous attempts to 
apply subliminal devices to television. That is, it 
attempted to couple the subliminal suggestion to actions 
that were very easy for the audience, or to actions which 
they regularly perform anyway. In the case of the simple 
action form, there was not only a failure to increase the 
audience size but a decline in viewing which was not due 
to seasonal variation. No casual relationships are sug-
gest ed. In the case of the subliminal attempts to persuade 
the audience to purchase particular food items, there was 
no evidence of dramatic increases in the sale of food items 
promoted with combinations of subliminal and ordinary 
persuasive devices. However, the increases which occurred 
were actually smaller than those which usually occur with 
the use of the ordinary advertising techniques alone. The 
subliminal components of those combinations, then, had no 
discernible effect . 55 
IV. PRINTED 
The American consumer is sold various products 
today through hidden persuasion in printed advertisements--
such as are found in newspapers, pamphlets, booklets, and 
mag azines--but to mention a few. Although the messag e is 
not printed on the advertisement the implications are 
planted on the subconscious mind and imag es are formed. 
Heinz ketchup calls itself ttred magic, made from 
aristocrat tomatoes . 11 Storz beer in Omaha is the "Orchid 
of Beer, 11 and Miller is the "Champagne of Bottled Beer . 11 
Ethyl gasoline and Jell-O create a special symbolism of 
birds and animals . 
Coors beer from Denver plays this central theme: 
"Brewed with pure Rocky Mountain spri n g water"--thereby 
evoking a rich imagery of coolness, snow-covered mountains, 
ice spring water, incredible refreshment for a parched 
throat . Mere water has be en transferred into something 
wonderful . Hamm's beer also gives this same effect in its 
slogan, "From the Land of Sky Blue Water . 11 
S.5~., P • 178 . 
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A fai r ly simple , straightforward use of nonra tiona l 
symbolism in image-building was Louis Cheskin 1 s trans-
formation of the Good Luck marg arine packag e . The packag e 
ori g inally contained several elements , including a pictu re 
of the margarine . In one corner was a little four - leaf 
clover . Mr . Cheskin found from his depth probing t h at the 
four - leaf clover was "a wonderful image, 0 so, in three 
successive changes , he brought it into more and more 
prominence until finally he h ad a s i mple foil packag e 
completely dominated by a larg e three-dimensional f our-
leaf clover . Mr . Cheskin reports that sales rose with each 
chang e • .56 
Marlboro cig arettes sale s increased wh en their a dver-
tisements beg an featuring rugge d , virile - looki n g men deep in 
work . All of these men had one thing in common--a t a too 
on the back of their hands so that i t showed up in close-
up photos . Motivation exp ert Pierre Martineau hailed 
the Marlboro campai gn as investing its b rand with a 11 terri f-
ic ally exciting personality . 11 He felt the highly masculine 
f i gures and the tatoo symbols set t h e cig arette "right in 
the heart of some core meaning s of smoking : masculinity, 
adultho od , vi gor , and potenc y . " Quite obviously these 
meanings cannot be expressed openly . The consumer would 
56 
Packard , ~ - cit ., PP • 39-40 . 
reject them quite violently. The difference between a top-
flight creative man and the hack is this ability to express 
powerful meanings indirectly.57 
David Ogilvy's advertising firm devised a highly 
successful, nonrational symbol for an obscure brand of 
shirt--a mustached man with a black eye patch. Soon the 
public knew that any man wearing a black eye patch had to 
be wearing a Hathaway shirt. To prove his faith in the 
power of imagery, Mr . Ogilvy began running expensive color 
full-page advertisements in magazines such as the New Yorker 
that did not contain a single word of text, not even the 
word Hathaway . All that was shown was a picture of a man . 
He stood by an observatory telescope taking notes . He had 
a mustache . He wore a bright plaid shirt. And he had a 
black eye patch . Hathaway shirt sales thrived . 5 8 
Procter and Gamble's image builders have charted a 
living personification for each of their cakes of soap and 
cans of shortening . Ivory soap is personalized as mother 
and daughter on a sort of pedestal of purity. They exude 
simple wholesomeness . In contrast, the image charted for 
Camay soap is of a glamorous, sophisticated woman. As for 
the company ' s two shortenings, Crisco and Golden Fluffo , 
57Packard , ..£E.· cit ., P • ~2 . 
5Sibid., P • 40. 
differentiation is achieved by depicting Crisco in the 
image of a no-nonsense professional dietitian and Golden 
Fluffo as a warm, robust, motherly character . 
In this type of symbolism, it is difficult to 
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grasp with any exactness all that is being said just 
because so much is being addressed to the unconscious 
mind . It is readily apparent that band music has a 
stirring effect on an audience, but no one can say exactly 
why this is, in the sense of exact meanings. We can do 
little except to sense that it is an observable cause-
and-effect situation.59 
See Appendix B for illustrations of advertisements 
which contain some of the 11 invis ible messages" described 
in this section. 
59Martineau, ££· cit., P • 143. 
CHAPTER IV 
PROBLEMS 
With the development of subliminal advertising came 
many problems. In this chapter we examine four of these 
problems . The four main problems are ethics, fears, 
regulations, and unanswered methodologican and technological 
questions . 
I. :ETHICS 
A flurry of excitement followed the first announce-
ment that the advertising industry might use subliminal 
messages in its daily tasks of 9ersuasion. A simple 
content analysis of articles appearing in the mass media 
since September 1957, shows a general reaction of ethical 
indignation and psychological fear . 
A kind of guilt by association toward subliminal 
advertising seems to be occurring, and as future incidents 
of this kind will, it threatens to undermine the public 
relations that psychologists and advertisers have built 
up with years of caution and concern for the public ' s 
welfare . Scientific caution is essential, but it falls 
short of meeting the ethical question raised by the nature 
of subliminal advert i sing . 
Vance Packard in his book, The Hidden Persuaders, 
explains that irrespective of the developments that might 
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or might not prove effective, the use of subliminal communi-
cation is professionally unacceptable. The free choice 
of the public to accept or reject is an integral part of 
all form s of acceptable professional advertising, and does 
not appear to be available to recipients of subliminal 
communication. 
Packard questions whether advertisers are on 
secure moral ground when they probe deeply and exploit 
the consumer's sensitivities and yearnings purely for 
commercial purposes . Packard points out that millions 
of dollars are spent annually in advertising to promote 
"psychological obsolescence" of products currently in 
use, and feels that this develops an attitude of wasteful-
ness toward national resources. He reports that increa-
singly since the end of World War II, the advertising 
experts have slowly been shifting from researchists who 
count noses to researchists who explore in depth motivation, 
deep seated drives, and other esoteric springs of human 
action . 
The greatest defense against hidden persuasion, 
explains Packard, is the freedom of choice . You can choose 
not to be persuaded, and you cannot be easily persuaded 
if you know what is g oing on . 
The November 18, 1957, issue o f Time describes 
subliminal advertising by saying that it not only sells 
the Madison Avenue Rasputin beer between the rounds but 
also "between the punches." This article continues by 
telling how the public must have lost all its morals of 
honesty, decency, and dignity to sink so low as to allow 
the advertising dollar to completely rule our lives. 
The Encyclopaedia Britannica Book of the Year for 
1959 explained how subliminal advertising was quickly 
denounced as a violation of advertising ethics. This 
yearbook reported that motivat i on research techniques 
were used to mold the thinking process of the public. 
According to this yearbook, the subliminal idea created 
the most serious problem in advertising since the depres-
sion years in the middle 1930's. 
Life of March 31, 195~, states that subliminal 
advertising is unethical. The use of stimuli which are 
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not visible and not identifiable does not constitute adver-
tising. 
William Long wrote an interesting article in the 
Christian Century of October 2, 1957, describing the feeling s 
of the public toward subliminal advertising. According to 
Long, it takes neither a psychologist nor a moralist to 
explain the feeling of revulsion felt by many people 
toward the idea of subliminal adver~ising. The concept 
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of free will underlies that of free society, and to govern 
themselves people must be able to think for themselves at 
all times. 
Long believes that subliminal advertising can 
actually create an attitude, provoke a specific act or 
series of acts, or convey some specific meaningful infor-
mation. He believes that our nervous systems are inef-
ficient and our defenses are only strong enough to combat 
conscious information. 
The subconscious mind is the most delicate apparatus 
in the entire universe, reports Long. It is not to be 
smudged, sullied, or twisted in order to boost the sales 
of popcorn or anything else. 
The American of March 14, 1959, reports t hat sub-
liminal advertising does have moral implications and the 
more the advertisers strive to correct this, the less they 
will have to fear from mounting criticism that could well 
develop into demands for control. 
Business Week of November 16, 1957, reports that to 
the layman untrained in the mysteries of both advertising 
and depth psychology, the fatal weakness of the idea of 
subliminal advertising might seem to be that, since it has 
prestidigitation, if not downright deceit, at its very 
core, someone is bound to find out about it eventually 
and to feel resentful . To the extent that it doesn't 
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work, the advertiser who pays for it is being fooled . 
A Survey of Public Opinion Toward Subliminal Advertising 
A survey of public opinion toward subliminal adver-
tising was taken during the second and third weeks of May, 
195b, with 324 respondents from the city of San Francisco. 
The principal results are shown in Table V. 
TABLE V 
PERCENTAGE OF RESPONDENTS WHO HAD HEPRD 
OF SUBLIMINAL ADVERTISING, WHO HELD 
CERTAIN OPINIONS, AND THEIR 
CHARACTERISTICS 
Thought it ethical 
Thought it unethical 
Would watch 
Would not watch 
Thought it unethical 
and would watch 
Thought it unethical 
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so 49 so 38 11.5 
50 51 50 37 11.0 
67 73 67 38 11.0 
33 27 33 36 11.5 
-:~ •} 10.8 19 71 40 37 
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~-These percentages are based on the number of persons 
who thought it unethical . 
In summary, after nine months of public discussion, 
slightly less than half the San Franciscans questioned 
had heard of subliminal advertising, half of them thought 
it unethical , though two-thirds would continue to watch 
programs that included it. Those who had not heard of 
subliminal advertising seemed to have the characteristics 
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of persons who are ill-informed in general about current 
events. Those who had believed it to be unethical and who 
would not watch it seemed to have some of the character-
istics of individuals who are more evaluative of the thing s 
around them. Perhaps it is this same group that is t he most 
resistent to any type of commercial advertising . If this 
is the case, the advertising industry need not invest too 
much in trying to convert them, since they a re out of reach . 
The fact that half the people who had heard of subliminal 
advertising thought there was nothing wrong with it, in 
spite of the tenor of the current mass media attacks on 
it, shows that the man on the street is not so frightened 
of subliminal advertising as are the more intellectual 
writers. 60 
II . FEARS 
The reaction to the initial announcement about 
subliminal advertising was swift and hardly friendly . 
All over the country newsp apers announced the d ebut of a 
new kind of invisible advertising, one whose special claim 
was that it could stir people to buy corn flakes and tooth-
60Ralph Haber, npublic Attitudes Regarding Subliminal 
Advertising , " Public Opinion Quarterly, XXIII (Summer, 1959), 
2~1-294 . 
paste without letting them know they were being prodded. 
Throughout their accounts of the process, reporters 
scattered terms like nbrainwashing, 11 "manipulat ing, 11 and 
"something out of George Orwell," freely. Clearly, there 
was a widespread fear that a sinster new force had been 
added to the dark arts of mass persuasion. 
Many people fear motivation because of claims that 
it is capable of "reaching into the unconscious" for more 
complete explanations of human behavior. 
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An interesting view was taken by Science, in the 
October, 1957 issue. This article did not fear subliminal 
advertising and tells how interesting variations could be 
obtained in advertising. Suppose the manufacture of car 
A wants to reduce the sales of car B. They could flash the 
name of car Bon the screen when a bad guy was in action, 
then the makers of car B would retaliate. The sales of 
both cars would drop and before long nobody would buy 
either car, unless he happens to like bad guys . 
If subliminal advertising can make people buy things 
they do not want or need, make them vote the way it wants 
them to, make them believe things that are not true, and 
all without their being aware of what is happening, it is 
truly a 11potenti ally dangerous tool." 
The September 9, 1957, issue of Time reports that 
fears about the ability of subliminal stimulation to 
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influence behavior markedly are grossly exaggerated. This 
issue claims that advertisers have been using a form of 
subliminal advertising for years. Spot radio and television 
announcements are certainly subliminal when the audience 
switches from one station to another, engage in a conver-
sation during the presentation, or walk to the refrigerator. 
Subliminal advertising is not the technique that will 
revolutionize the principles and methods of mass-communi-
cations industry. 
Reporter of November 14, 1957, took this view 
toward subliminal advertising. This article reported that 
we have more to be depressed and uneasy about than merely 
being bored by invisible sales messages . Such a projection 
device can be use d by government, political machines and 
even religious denominations for both good and evil . 
What are the public's comments on subliminal 
advertising? The writer has taken these comments from the 
above issue of Reporter . Elliot Arouson of Stanford, 
California, has thought of an antidote for subliminal 
advertising. His idea is to construct a little electrical 
gadget that sets on the top of the television set and 
subceptively flashes the word "don'tu at appropriate levels. 
One need only glance at this gadget from time to time to 
protect the integrity of his unconscious. James Mears of 
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Berkerly, California, thinks that subliminal advertising 
is horrifying and mi ght even drive some viewers back to 
their book shelves. Mears goes on to say that the advan-
tages and benefits pass to the nation's psychiatrists. 
Mears claims that the frustrated viewer-consumer only buys 
another box of soap chips to add to his already overladen 
closet shelves at home. 
The Science Digest of February, 1959, in an article 
by Richard Barthol, describes how science-fiction writers 
feel about subliminal stimulation. Barthol t h inks sub-
liminal stimulation will be an integral part of future 
society, and as Freud has pointed out, man responds to his 
subconscious. Barthol states t hat if some one can manipulate 
our subconscious, and we do not know that it has been 
manipulated, then we become slaves to t he mani pulator. 
Nighteen-ei ghty-four is upon us, and 25 years earlyl 
Utah Congressmen William A. Dawson in The Wall 
Street Journal of March 7, 195e, states that subliminal 
advertising has some worrisome, if not fri ghtening, aspects 
and would be made to order for the establishment and 
maintenance of a totalitarian government if put to political 
purposes. Dawson states that the Methodist Temperance 
Board has issued a warning against subconscious advertis-
ments. Dawson reports that subliminal advertising might 
make beer drinkers out of unsuspecting teen-agers. Dawson 
calls it S.P . , or "sneaky pitch. 11 
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The New York Times of January 23, 195b, reports that 
the idea of American audiences becoming unconsciously 
captive at the hands of invisible advertising as yet is just 
a little too Alice-in-Wonderland to be taken seriously. 
Although subliminal perception happens now to be 
the focus of a great deal of reaction, it is merely the 
most recent in a succession of perturbing events to which 
the public has been e xposed. It has become the focus of, 
and is likely to become the whipping boy for, a host of 
techniques which now occupy the twili ght zone of infringe-
61 
ment of personal psychological freedom. 
The suggestion that the public can be taught means 
of detecting when it is being exposed to a planned sub-
liminal stimulation is far from reassuri n g since a sug -
gestion implies that the ability to defend oneself warrants 
being attacked . 62A captive audience is not a happy audience, 
and even the plan to inform the viewers in advance con-
cerning the details of what is to be presented subliminally 
may not prevent the public from reacting to this technique 
as a demand that it surrender an additional degree of 
61McConnell , McNeil , and Cutler,££· cit . , p . 23~ . 
personal freedom . Fresh from similar' encounters, the 
puu~i~ may not allow this freedom to be wrestled from it . 
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Much of the indignation over subliminal advertising 
stems from a reserve of distrust and hostility which many 
people feel for advertising generally . This reserve is 
fed by a rich stream of books and articles -- many of them, 
it should be said, sensationalist and inaccurate -- attacking 
the Madison Avenue huckster . 6 3 
What do the inventors have to say 2bout the fears 
of subliminal advertising? Corrigan and Becker64 say there 
is no possibility of brainwashing by means of PRECON, for 
each man is his own censor . His preconscious mind responds 
to PRECON messages in complete accord with his likes and 
dislikes . There is no better chance of putting something 
over on his preconscious mind then there is of hoodwinking 
his conscious mind . Vicary65 states that subliminal adver-
tisements will not force the buyer to buy something that 
he doesn ' t consciously want . They will not cause a non-
dr inker to become a drinker , or a non- smoker to become a 
smoker . They may , he says , arouse a hunger for smoking or 
63Patterson, ££• cit., P • 73 . 
64Gr eswold , ££• cit ., P • 97 . 
65 Al Geller , "Tr uth About Those Invisible Ads , " 
Sci ence Digest, XXXXII (December , 1957) , 16 - lb . 
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create a thirst , but it will be up to the viewer as to how 
he fills these needs. The invisible advertisements will not 
cause most viewers to change their favorite brands. But 
they may best be used to reinforce other advertising , as in 
plugging established brand names, he points out . 
III. REGULATIONS 
Is the importance of subliminal communication confined, 
as the loudly expressed fears of recent months indicate, to 
advertising only? Not at all . It is basically a subtle 
form of communication . Because it works on the subconscious, 
it should clearly be subject to some sort of control. 
Both the Corrigan-Becker group and the Vicary group, 
who are otherwise rivals and possible contestants-to-be in a 
future patent fi ght over their respective projecti on devices, 
are agreed that some sort of c ontrol over subliminal percep-
tion is advisable and that methods must be employ e d to g ive 
a television viewer fair warning that h e is being sublimmed. 
But the question of how to do this is something else 
again . Corrigan and Becker66 say that with their current 
method there is no problem. Because t h eir system consists 
basically of interleafing brief subliminal flashes of light 
66 Ibid . 
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between the stronge r flashes that illuminate the consciously 
seen picture , it is possible, they say, for 2 viewer 2 t any 
time to move his fingers qu ickly before his eyes and thus 
see the sublimina l message, a s an Audience is sh own doing in 
Appendix C. But how many people would r emembe r to do this? 
Vicary, 67 whose device works in a way that makes fing er-
waving ineffective , says there are a number o f ways in which 
the public watching a televisi on show might be protected 
from secret i nvas ion of privacy . One me t hod wou l d be to 
present the commercial openly at the start o f the program 
and thereafter flash it subliminally without interrup tion 
to the show. Another me thod would be to insert a small trade-
mark in a corner of the picture during the time when the 
subliminal message wa s being flashed . Still another me thod 
would warn the viewer in advance when a sublimina l advertise-
ment wa s coming on so that he could close his eyes for an 
insta.nt and thus preserve his intellectual p rivacy . Howeve r, 
all these solu tions wou ld undercut the effectiveness of the 
sublimmed commercial . 
An article in the New York Times of January 22, 195~ , 
by Oscar Godbout explained how Vicary had stag ed a demonstra-
tion for the benefit of the Federal Communications Commission 
67 Ibid . 
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and alarmed congressmen . Godbout told how the audience was 
subliminally invited to "Eat Popcorn" and 11 Fi ght Polio . 11 
The results , according to Godbout , were inconclusive. The 
Federal Communications Commission said they saw no reason 
for action now and that they would take action as deemed 
necessary in the future . The cong·ressmen reserved judgment . 
See Appendix C for illustration . 
According to the Ne w York Times of January 25 , 195b , 
the New York State Senate passed a bill in January, 195b, 
banning subliminal advertis i ng in the state of New York . 
The Advertising World of July , 195e, reports that in 
June, 1958 , the television board of National Association of 
Broadcasters approved an amendment to the code that pro-
hibits transmission of information by the subliminal per-
ception process . A total of 3oe television stations and 3 
major networks subsc r ibe to the television code . 
An article in the Economist of January 31, 1956, 
reports that Representative Wright of Texas introduced a 
bill to forbid any device designed to advertise a product 
or indoctrinate the public by means of making impressions on 
the sub conscious mind when the public wa.s unaware of it . He 
proposed penalities of $5, 000 fine and five years in prison . 
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Have any foreign countries regul a ted subliminal 
advertising ? Printers Ink of August d , 1959, has an 
interesting article entitled "Banned in Britain." This 
article reports that the Institute of the Practitioners in 
Advertising , London, put a ban on the use of subliminal 
communication in any form for the purpose of advertising or 
sales promotion . 
An address that was delivered by Vance Packard in 
November , 1957, at a luncheon of the Religious Education 
Association, appeared in the De cember 14, 1957, issue of the 
America. Packard stated in this article that the public, 
under existing laws, has no protection against such selling 
techniques as subliminal advertising . vfuat depressed Packard 
is th t, al though the techni que h2s now been publicized, the 
public has shown little excitement about it and offered 
little protest. Likewise, the national advertising and 
marketing associations have not ms de any disapproving move. 
The Commonwealth of April, 1 960, tells of how congress -
men began receiving letters from outrag ed constituents, and 
the Federal Communications Commission, in turn, began receiving 
phone calls from congressmen. With its usual sensitivity to 
congressional wishes, the Federal Communications Commission 
asked all television stations to hold off using any subliminal 
advertising until it could investigate the process. After 
investigating the process they said they would take action as 
they saw fit. 
The Saturday Review of November 7, 1957, states that 
there is only one kind of regul a tion or ruling tha t could 
possibly make any sense in the case of subliminal advertising; 
and that would be to take the invention, and everything 
connected with it , and attach it to the center of the next 
nucle a r explosive scheduled for testing. 
The Americ an Psychologist of May , 195b, states that 
a techni que which avowedly trunpers with the psychological 
status of the individual ought to be under the r egulation or 
control of a trusted scienti f ic group. As a professional 
group, psychologists would fit this des cription, for in the 
Ethic a l Standards of Psychologists there is a c lear state-
ment of their motives and relationship to society: 
Principle 1.12-1. The p sycholof ist's ultimate 
alle giance is to society, and his professional 
beha vior such as to question, demonstrate an aware -
ness of his social responsibilities. The welfare 
of the profession and of the indivi dual psychologist 6 b are clearly subordinate to the welfare of the public. 
Packard69 advocates that such org anizations as the 
Advertising Research Foundation and the Public Relations Society 
of America draw up realistic codes to limit the behavior of 
68American Psychological As sociation, Ethical Standards 
of Psychologists, Washington: APA, 1953 . 
6 901yde Larson, ttAge of Manipulation, 11 American Mercury, 
CXXXV (October, 1957), 146 . 
62 
professional probers . He recommends that the Social Science 
Res e arch Council and the American Psychologic a l Associ a tion 
build up a code of ethics which psychologists and k indred 
soci a l scientists must follow when they a re put on the lush 
p ayrolls of Madison Av enue. 
IV. UNANSWERED METHO DOLO GICAL 
AND TECHNO LOGI CAL QUE STIONS 
Unanswered Methodologic a l Questi ons 
One of the f irst questions that spring s t o mi nd 
concerns the types of responses which can be elicited with 
subliminal stimulation. Let us assume f or the moment that 
the below-threshold advertisements used in commercial demon-
strations were the sole cause of increased popcorn buying 
among the movie audiences subjected to the advertisements. 
How did this come about? Did the stimulus 11Eat Popcorn 11 
elicit an already establishe d response in some members of 
the audience? Or did the frequent repetitions of the stimulus 
message cause a shift in attitude towards popcorn eating which 
eventually resulted in the purch ase of popcorn at the f irst 
opportunity the audience had? Did the advertisements merely 
raise an already existing, presumably learned, but weak, need 
for popcorn to an above the action threshold level, or did the 
the advertisement actually create a need for popcorn where no 
need had existed beforehand? Did members of the audience rise 
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like automatons during the course of the movie and thus miss 
part of the feature in order to satisfy a sudden craving for 
popcorn or in order to respond to a suddenly evoked stimulus-
response connection? How many patrons bought popcorn only 
after they had seen the film and were heading home? How 
many people purchased popcorn on their way in to see the 
next movie they attended? How many of those wh o purchased 
popcorn did so for the first time in their lives, or for 
the first time in recent memory? What if the messag e presented 
had been 11 Buy Christmas Seals," which are available only in 
one season? How many people failed to buy popcorn a t the 
theater, but purchased it subsequently at the local supper-
market?70 
Unanswered Technologic a l Questions 
The paucity of data presented by those dealing with 
subliminal perception on a commercial basis, as well as the 
equivocal nature of their results, suggests that there are 
many technological problems yet to be solved by these and 
other investigators. For example, during a two-hour movie 
(or a one-hour television show), how many times should the 
stimulus be repeated to make sure that the "message r-ets 
across" to the largest possible percentage of the audience? 
70McConnell, McNeil, and Cutler, .2.E.• cit., P • 233 . 
Should the stimulus be repeated every second, every five 
seconds, only once a minute? Is the effect cumul a tive , or 
is one presentation really enough? Is there a satiation 
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effect, such that the audience b e comes 11unconsciously tired" 
of the stimulation, and "unconsciously blocks" the incoming 
subliminal sensations? Should the stimuli be presented 
"between frames" of the movie (that is, when the shutter of 
the film projector is closed and the screen moment arily blank 
as it is 24 times each second ), or should the messag e be 
presented only when the screen already has a picture on it? 
How close to the threshold (statistical or otherwise) should 
the stimuli be? How many words long can the messag e be? If 
the message must be short, could successive stimu lation present 
sequential parts of a longer advertisement? How much of the 
scre en should the stimuli fill? Should the stimuli be presented 
only during "happier" moments in the film, in order to g ain 
positive effect? Does any effect transfer at all from the 
film to the advertisement? Should one use pictures, or are 
words best?71 
Unfortunately , these methodological and technological 
questions have yet to be answered . The answer to these 
questions must come from further experimentation . 
71 4 ~ -, P • 23 • 
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CONCLUSION S 
To a growing army of specialists in communication, 
the capture of the mind of the averag e American has become 
a goal of tremendous importance, and they were hard at work 
developing and refining what was considered t o be relatively 
crude communication devices during the mid-20th century. 
One of these new forms of communication was subliminal 
advertising -- selling below the conscious mind. When subliminal 
advertising was first commercially used it a ppeared to have 
bright possibilities as a new form of presenting advertise-
ments to the public. The two main compani e s that p romoted 
subliminal advertisin~ were the Subliminal rrojection Company 
of ~ew York, and PRECON Projection Company of New Orleans. 
However, after being used for only a short time, subliminal 
advertising was disc ontinued . 
The purpose of this study has been to determine why 
subliminal advertising failed to materialize into a new form 
of advertising communication . 
A survey was taken by the writer of the use of subliminal 
advertisements in the mid-west states . A letter with a 
questionnaire was sent to the advertising agencies in the 
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l arger cities of the mid- west . The writer received replies 
on bJ per cent of the letters sent out . The results indicate 
that subliminal advertising has never been used in the mid-
west states . Some advertising ag encies felt tha t subliminal 
advertising mi ght be used in t h e future . A sample letter 
and questionnaire form may be found in Appendix D. 
The results of t h is stu dy indicate that subliminal 
advertising was unsuccessful due to several reasons . In the 
f i rst place subliminal advertising presented quite an 
ethical problem with many accompanying psychological f ears 
and the fact that there were no regulations issue d concerning 
this form of advertising . 
Secondly , the public did not understand the process 
of subliminal advertising and were psychologically afraid of 
what it would do to them. The Federal Communication Com-
mission did not take a definite stand on its regulations; and, 
the fact that many advertisers themselves were again st using 
it made many people unwilling to accept it . 
The writer feels tha t one of the reas ons why sub-
liminal advertising failed was that the public was not prop-
erly indoctrinated on how it worked . If the inventors would 
have used subliminal messag es - -safety messages, such 
as "drive carefully 11 - -for sever al months and really 
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made a campaign to show the public how sublimina l perception 
works, and then, after the public had accepted i t, introduce 
subliminal advertising with certain regul a tions a s to use, 
I believe, the public would not have been so afraid of the 
process. 
Possibly subliminal advertising would have been more 
successful if the audience had not been warned in advance 
they were going to be sublimmed. This may have been tried 
by the inventors, but due to the fact that neither of the 
projection companies have a p s tent, t h ey are tight - lipped 
about their process . 
If someone does learn how to control the human mind, 
he will r ule supreme . This wou ld be a forc e f a r more p owerful 
than any atom bomb or any other physic a l instrument that man 
could envison. 
The writer thinks that in the future subliminal 
advertising will be seen again. Yossibly by the end of the 
20th century, subliminal advertising will be commonpla ce 
in our society along with t rips to the moon and other various 
new means of communication . 
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